Seasnakes in the Galapagos by Duffy, David Cameron
SEASNAKES IN THE GALAPAGOS 
by 
David Cameron Duffy 
Somehow, seasnakes combine two of the worst of human phobias: that of snakes and that of seamonsters. 
While many of us overcome the fear of snakes, there are few people who fail to wonder and perhaps worry 
about what is "out there" beyond visibility when snorkelling or diving with tanks. 
Seasnakes occur in the eastern Pacific Ocean. In the course of my snorkeling in Galapagos, I wondered 
how likely I would be to see one there. Thornton doesn't mention them in his 'Darwin's Islands'. The 
Darwin Station's reference collection was more rewarding. There were six specimens of the Yellow-bellied 
Seasnake Pelamis platurus. Three were from Academy Bay on Santa Cruz (March 1976; August 1970; and 
November 1971); one was from the channel between Baltra and Santa Cruz in February 1975; one skeleton 
was found 400 metres inland on Isla Genovesa (Tower) in April 1980. Perhaps the most intriguing 
specimen was one that a Lava Gull deposited on the decks of Beagle III in March 1973. There is no record 
of crew and passengers flinging themselves overboard as the gull looked about, wondering at all the fuss, 
and it is comforting to note that attacks on humans are rare and apparently difficult because the snake's 
small mouth makes it hard for it to get a grip on most parts of a human body. 
In the literature there is a single record of a seasnake between San Cristobal and Espanola in February 
1906 (Van Denburgh 1912. Snakes of the Galapagos. Calif. Acad. Science (4) 1: 323-374). 
The Yellow-bellied Seasnake is the most pelagic species, ranging through the tropical and subtropical 
Indian and Pacific Oceans (Klemmer 1971. in Grzimek's Animal Life Encyclopedia. ed. by H. Hediger, vol. 
6: 437. Van Nostrand-Reinhold. N. Y.). Seasnakes frequently lie on the surface, often in drift lines, waiting to 
ambush passing fish. 
Seasnakes, being cold-blooded, must have warm waters. The low temperatures of the Humboldt and 
Cromwell Currents probably keep seasnakes from being common in the Galapagos. Four of the six 
records for which we have dates occured in the warm-water season (January to March) when the 
archipelago is less affected by the Humboldt Current. Even at these times, the snakes must be rare. There 
are no Galapagos legends of tourists encountering them while swimming. The snakes are doubtless out 
there but they are less occasion for fear than for appreciation as yet another part of the fascinating reptile 
fauna. Future visitors to the islands might expand our knowledge of seasnakes and their occurence by 
spending a little time watching for them as their boats cruise through the islands. 
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